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(57) ABSTRACT

Method and device for converting analog signals, of a plural-
ity of pathways, into digital signals. A common circuit (2, 3)
generates first analog signals corresponding to high-order bits
of digital signals. For each pathway, a first means compares
the first analog signals with the signal to be converted. A first
means (18) stores high-order bits corresponding to the value
of a first analog signal close to the signal to be converted. A
means (9) stores the deviation between the analog signal to be
converted and said first detected value. A generator means
(11, 12) generates a predetermined number of second analog
signals. A second means compares by successive approxima-
tions said second analog signals with said deviation. A means
(20) stores said low-order bits corresponding to the results
arising from said second means of comparison. A means (22)
assembles said high-order bits and said low-order bits.

5 Claims, 5 Drawing Sheets
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1

DEVICE FOR CONVERTING ANALOGUE
SIGNALS INTO DIGITAL SIGNALS

The present invention relates to the field of the conversion
of analog signals into digital signals.

Particularly in the field of imagers comprising a matrix of
sensors, the analog signals present at the ends of columns of
sensors need to be converted into digital signals.

Document US-2007/0279506 describes a conversion
device which carries out conversion with the aid of a ramp and
conversion by successive approximations. This device is not
satisfactory, however, in particular because of the use of a
large number of electronic components, its slowness and the
uncertainty relating to the correspondence between the origi-
nal analog signal and the digital signal obtained.

Insofar as the width of the columns of sensors tends to be
reduced in order to improve the quality of the images, diffi-
culties arise which are associated with the speed of the con-
versions, reducing the electrical energy consumption of the
electronic circuits used, obtaining a high resolution, that is to
say obtaining a high number of bits of the digital signals,
obtaining a reliable digital signal, that is to say one represent-
ing the analog signal as accurately as possible, and reducing
the areas occupied by the electronic circuits, the width of
which needs to be matched to the width of the sensor col-
umns.

The object of the present invention is to provide a solution
to these difficulties.

A method for converting analog signals, respectively
present on a plurality of channels, into digital signals, is
provided.

This method comprises: generation of a succession, com-
mon to all the channels, of predetermined first analog signals
having predetermined values in a staircase with wide succes-
sive steps, each value of which corresponds to most-signifi-
cant bits (m) of digital signals.

For each channel, the method comprises: comparison of
the value of the analog signal to be converted successively
with each of said predetermined values, detection of a prede-
termined first value of the first analog signal close to the value
of the analog signal to be converted, storage of the values of
the most-significant bits corresponding to said detected pre-
determined first value, storage of the residual or remainder
resulting from the difference between the value of the analog
signal to be converted and said detected predetermined value,
comparison, by successive approximations, of said residual
or remainder with predetermined second analog signals con-
tained between two bounds of analog signals, the difference
between which is greater than said step of said succession,
successive storage of the states of the results of the compari-
son by successive approximations, corresponding to least-
significant bits of digital signals.

Then, for each channel, the method comprises assembly of
the most-significant bits and the least-significant bits, so as to
deliver a digital signal corresponding to the value of the
analog signal to be converted, this digital signal comprising
the least-significant bits, with the exception of the highest,
and the most-significant bits, to which the highest of the
least-significant bits is added.

The method may comprise: comparison of the value of the
analog signal to be converted successively with each of said
predetermined values, in decreasing order, and detection of
the predetermined first value of the first analog signal less
than the value of the analog signal to be converted.

A device for converting analog signals, respectively
present on a plurality of channels, into digital signals is also
provided.
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This device comprises a common generator circuit capable
of generating a succession of predetermined first analog sig-
nals having predetermined first values corresponding to most-
significant bits of digital signals.

Furthermore, for each channel, this device comprises a
local circuit which comprises a first comparison means,
including a single comparator, for comparing said predeter-
mined first analog signals with the analog signal to be con-
verted, a first means for storing the most-significant bits of
digital signals, corresponding to the value of a predetermined
first analog signal close to the corresponding analog signal to
be converted and detected by said first comparison means, a
means for storing the residual or remainder resulting from the
difference between the value of the corresponding analog
signal to be converted and said detected predetermined first
value, a generator means capable of generating a predeter-
mined number of second analog signals, a second comparison
means, including said single comparator for comparing by
successive approximations said second analog signals
respectively with said residual or remainder, a second means
for storing the least-significant bits of digital signals, corre-
sponding to the results coming from said second comparison
means, and an assembly means for assembling said most-
significant bits and said least-significant bits, so as to deliver
a digital signal corresponding to the corresponding analog
signal to be converted.

The means for storing the residual or remainder may com-
prise a capacitor.

A matrix of sensors, which is equipped with a conversion
device, the local circuits being placed at the ends of the
columns of this matrix, on a line at the end of which the
common circuit is placed, is also provided.

A conversion device according to the present invention will
now be described by way of nonlimiting example, illustrated
by the drawing in which:

FIG. 1 represents an overall circuit diagram of the conver-
sion device;

FIG. 2 represents a more detailed circuit diagram of the
conversion device;

FIG. 3 represents a circuit diagram of the conversion
device according to a first operational configuration;

FIG. 4 represents a circuit diagram of the conversion
device according to a second operational configuration; and

FIG. 5 schematically represents a layout of the conversion
device.

The conversion device 1 illustrated in FIG. 1 is intended for
the conversion of analog signals Sa-1, Sa-2 ... Sa-1...Sa-n
present on a plurality of channels V-1, V-2 .. . V-1 ...V,
which may, for example, be formed by the terminal connec-
tions of matrices of sensors, in particular of image sensors,
light or thermal radiation sensors such as bolometers, photo-
multipliers, or detection sensors.

The conversion device 1 comprises a common electronic
circuit Cc connected to a plurality of local circuits CI-1,
Cl-2...Cl-...Cl-n, which are adapted so that the analog
signals Sa-1, Sa-2 . . . Sa-i .. . Sa-n which are respectively
delivered to the local circuits C1-1, C1-2 . . . Cl-i are converted
into digital signals Sn-1, Sn-2 . . . Sn-i .. . Sn-n available at
outputs of these local circuits.

As illustrated in FIG. 2, the common electronic circuit Cc
comprises a digital control circuit 2 subjected to a clock signal
clkl and capable of generating first digital signals, and a
convertor 3 capable of converting these first digital signals
into first analog signals, which are delivered on a common
electrical connection line 4.

Each local circuit Cl-i comprises a comparator 5, one input
6 of which is connected to the corresponding channel V-i by
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means of a switch 7 and is connected to the common line 4 by
means of a switch 8 and a capacitor 9, the capacitor 9 being
placed between the input 6 and the switch 8.

The common connection between the switch 8 and the
capacitor 9 is connected to the ground of the device by means
of a switch 10.

Each local circuit Cl-i comprises a digital sequencer 11
subjected to a clock signal clk2 and connected to a convertor
12 capable of delivering second analog signals to another
input 13 of the comparator 5 by means of a switch 14.

This other input 13 is connected to the common line 4 by
means of a switch 15.

The digital sequencer 11 has an output connected to a
control input of a selection circuit 16, which receives the
clock signals clk1 and clk2 and the output of which is con-
nected to a control input 17 of the comparator 5.

The digital sequencer 11 has an output delivering a signal
®s for controlling the switches 7, 8 and 15, and an output
delivering a signal ®f for controlling the switches 10 and 14.

The digital sequencer 11 furthermore comprises a storage
register 18, which is controlled by a command signal coming
from an output 19 of the comparator 5 and an input of which
is connected to an output of the digital control circuit 2.

The digital sequencer 11 furthermore comprises a storage
register 20 connected to an output 21 of the comparator 5.

The digital sequencer 11 also comprises an assembly cir-
cuit 22 connected to the storage registers 18 and 20 and
having an external output 23.

The conversion device 1 may operate in the following way.

Inorderto carry out a first conversion phase, the conversion
device 1 is placed in a configuration illustrated in FIG. 3.

According to this configuration, the switches 7, 8 and 15 of
each local circuit Cl-i are in the closed state, so that the input
6 of the comparator 5 is connected to the corresponding
channel V-i and the input 13 of the comparator 5 is connected
to the common line 4. The switches 10 and 14 of each local
circuit Cl-i are in the open state. The comparator 5 is con-
trolled by the clock clk1 through the circuit 16.

Under the effect of a succession of clock signals clk1, the
digital control circuit 2 generates a succession of predeter-
mined first encoded signals. Each encoded signal contains a
plurality of states corresponding to most-significant bits m of
predetermined digital signals.

The succession of predetermined encoded signals is con-
verted by the convertor 3 into a succession of first analog
signals, which are delivered by the connection line 4 to each
of'the local circuits Cl-i. These first analog signals have values
in a staircase forming a ramp or a succession of levels, with
wide and regular or irregular steps, these values decreasing
successively. The maximum and minimum predetermined
values of these first analog signals are selected so that the
values of the analog signals Sa-i to be converted are included
between these maximum and minimum values.

The operation of each local circuit Cl-i is then as follows.
So long as the values of the levels of the analog signals
coming from the converter 3 are higher than the value of the
corresponding signal Sa-i to be converted, the output 19 of the
comparator 5 remains unchanged. Conversely, as soon as an
analog signal coming from the convertor 3 has a level value
lower than the value of the analog signal Sa-i, the output 19 of
the comparator 5 changes state.

This change of state of the output signal of the comparator
5 is sent to the storage register 18 and induces the recording in
this storage register 18 of the encoded signal of most-signifi-
cant bits m coming from the digital control circuit 2 and
corresponding to the predetermined analog signal coming
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from the convertor 3 and has caused this change of state. For
the local circuit Cl-i in question, a first conversion phase is
completed.

The change of state of the output signal of the comparator
5 is also sent to the digital sequencer 11, which then places the
local circuit Cl-i in a second configuration, which is illus-
trated in FIG. 4.

The sequencer 11 places the switches 7, 8 and 18 in the
open state, thus isolating the local circuit Cl-i from the chan-
nel V-i and from the common line 4. This being done, the
voltage across the terminals of the capacitor 9 is equal to the
difference between the value of the analog signal of the chan-
nel V-i and the value of the determined analog signal which
caused said change of state, this difference being referred to
as an “residual” or “remainder”. The capacitor constitutes a
storage of this residual or remainder, the value of which is
equal to or less than said step between two successive values
of'the analog signals delivered by the convertor 3 and said step
being to be added to the value of said detected analog signal
which caused the change of state of the output of the com-
parator, in order to obtain the value of the analog signal Sa-i
to be converted.

The sequencer 11 places the switch 10 in the closed state in
order to connect the convertor 12 to the input 13 of the
comparator 5, places the switch 14 in the closed state in order
to connect the corresponding terminal of the capacitor 9 to the
input 8 of the comparator 5, and controls the circuit 16 so that
the comparator 5 is subjected to the clock signal clk2.

For the local circuit Cl-i in question, the execution of a
second conversion phase then begins, which is carried out
specifically by successive approximations so as to convert the
remainder into successive least-significant bits n of digital
signals. Such a conversion by successive approximations is
described, in particular, on pages 143 onward of the manual
entitled “Principles of Data Conversion System Design”,
written by Behzad Razavi and published by the IEEE Press in
1995, and may, for example, be carried out as described
below.

An upper analog bound and a lower analog bound are
stored in the convertor 12, the difference between which is
greater than the step of the aforementioned succession of
steps. For example, this inter-bound difference may be equal
to two steps.

Under the effect of a first clock signal clk2, the sequencer
generates an encoded signal which is converted by the con-
vertor 12 into an analog signal, the value of which corre-
sponds to half the aforementioned inter-bound difference.

Two cases may arise.

According to a first case, if the value of the analog signal
coming from the convertor 12 is greater than the value of the
signal coming from the capacitor 9, the output 21 of the
comparator 5 does not change state.

According to a second case, if, conversely, the value of the
analog signal coming from the convertor 12 is less than the
value of the signal coming from the capacitor 9, the output 21
of the comparator 5 changes state.

In either case, the state of the output 21 of the comparator
5, which constitutes a first least-significant bit of a digital
signal, is recorded in the storage register 20.

Next, under the effect of a second clock signal clk2, if the
first case occurred, the sequencer 11 generates another
encoded signal which is converted by the convertor 12 into
another analog signal, the value of which corresponds to half
the lower half of the aforementioned inter-bound difference.
If, conversely, the second case occurred, the sequencer 11
generates another encoded signal which is converted by the
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convertor 12 into another analog signal, the value of which
corresponds to half the upper half of the aforementioned
inter-bound difference.

Here again, two cases may arise.

According to a first case, if the other analog signal coming
from the convertor 12 is greater than the signal coming from
the capacitor 9, the output 21 of the comparator 5 does not
change state.

According to a second case, if conversely the other analog
signal coming from the convertor 12 is less than the signal
coming from the capacitor 9, the output 21 of the comparator
5 changes state.

In either case, the state of the output 21 of the comparator
5, which constitutes a second least-significant bit of a digital
signal, is recorded in the storage register 20.

Next, at each clock signal clk2, and in an equivalent way,
the sequencer generates an encoded signal which is converted
by the convertor 12 into an analog signal, the value of which
is equal to the lower or upper half of the remaining half, and
the state of the output 21 of the comparator 5, which in each
case constitutes a least-significant bit of a digital signal, is
recorded in the storage register 20.

The aforementioned steps are repeated until a predeter-
mined number of states of the output of the comparator 5,
equal to the number of clock signals clk2 delivered, have been
recorded in the storage register 20. An encoded signal of a
number n of least-significant bits of a digital signal, the num-
ber of which is equal to the number of clock signals clk2
delivered, is then recorded in the storage register 20.

This having been done, the sequencer 11 controls the
assembly circuit 22 so that the latter assembles the encoded
signals of most-significant bits m which are recorded in the
storage register 18, and the encoded signals of least-signifi-
cant bits n which are recorded in the storage register 20, so as
to deliver on the output 23 a digital signal Sn-i corresponding
to the conversion of the analog signal Sa-i.

This assembly consists in carrying out concatenation by
redundancy of said encoded signals of most-significant bits
and least-significant bits. The digital signal obtained com-
prises the least-significant bits, with the exception of the
highest, and the most-significant bits, to which the highest of
the least-significant bits is added, by adding the highest of the
least-significant bits and the lowest of the most-significant
bits, and transferring the possible remainder to the following
most-significant bits, and so on. The result is that the number
of'bits of the digital signal obtained is equal to the number of
most-significant bits m plus the number of least-significant
bits n less one.

After this, the sequencer returns the switches 7, 8, 10, 14
and 15 to their initial state, as described with reference to F1G.
3.

Once the entire succession of predetermined first analog
signals, coming from the convertor 3 of the common circuit
Cc, has been delivered and the local circuits Cl-i have respec-
tively carried out the conversion of the corresponding analog
signal Sa-i into a digital signal Sn-i, a new conversion cycle
can begin.

The conversion device 1 and the operating method associ-
ated therewith have the following advantages.

The minimum total time for carrying out a conversion cycle
is equal to or slightly greater than the sum of the time required
for generating all of the succession or ramp of the predeter-
mined first analog signals coming from the convertor 3 of the
common circuit Cc, the time required by a local circuit Cc-iin
order to detect and store the encoded signal of the most-
significant bits in the storage register 18, the time for detec-
tion by successive approximations by a local circuit Ce-1, and
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6

for storage of the encoded signal of the least-significant bits,
and the time for assembly of the most-significant bits and the
least-significant bits by the assembly circuit 22. This total
time can be very short considering the number of bits of the
encoded signals Sn-i delivered, which may be high.

Particularly in view of the existence of a common line 4
connecting the common circuit Cc to the local circuits Cl-i,
each including a single comparator 5, the area occupied by the
circuits can be small and the consumption can consequently
be low. The existence of a single comparator 5 in each local
circuit Cl-i makes it possible to limit the consequences asso-
ciated with the losses of offsets between the two conversion
phases. Furthermore, assembly by redundancy of the most-
significant bits and the least-significant bits makes it possible
to compensate at least in part for the possible imperfections of
the comparator 5 and the possible irregularities of the steps of
the aforementioned succession of steps.

FIG. 5 illustrates a matrix 100, which comprises a plurality
of sensors 101 arranged next to one another on lines and
columns. Arranged on one side of this matrix 100, there is a
conversion device 1, the local circuits Cl-i of which occupy
the width of the corresponding columns and are arranged on
a line, at the end of which the common circuit Cc is placed.

Inthe description above, it was considered that the levels of
the staircase values of the first analog signals decrease.
According to one alternative embodiment, these values could
increase successively. In this case, the change of state of the
comparator 5 takes place on passing from an upper level value
to the value of the analog signal to be converted. The remain-
der stored in the capacitor 9 is then the complement of the
aforementioned remainder with respect to the difference or
step between the level values.

According to one exemplary embodiment, an amplifier
could be interposed between the capacitor 9 and the input 6 of
the comparator 5, so as to amplify the value of the remainder
stored in the capacitor 9, in order to improve the noise immu-
nity and facilitate production of the signals coming from the
convertor 12.

The present invention is not limited to the examples
described above. Many other alternative embodiments are
possible without departing from the scope of the invention.

The invention claimed is:

1. A method for converting analog signals, respectively
present on a plurality of channels, into digital signals, com-
prising:

generation of a succession, common to all the channels, of

predetermined first analog signals having predetermined
values in a staircase with wide successive steps, each
value of which corresponds to most-significant bits of
digital signals,

and, for each channel:

comparison of the value of the analog signal to be con-

verted successively with each of said predetermined val-
ues,

detection of a predetermined first value of the first analog

signal close to the value of the analog signal to be con-
verted,
storage of the values of the most-significant bits corre-
sponding to said detected predetermined first value,

storage of the residual or remainder resulting from the
difference between the value of the analog signal to be
converted and said detected predetermined value,

comparison, by successive approximations, of said
residual or remainder with predetermined second analog
signals contained between two bounds of analog signals,
the difference between which is greater than said step of
said succession,
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successive storage of the states of the results of the com-
parison by successive approximations, corresponding to
least-significant bits of digital signals,

assembly of the most-significant bits and the least-signifi-
cantbits, so as to deliver a digital signal corresponding to
the value of the analog signal to be converted, this digital
signal comprising the least-significant bits, with the
exception of the highest, and the most-significant bits, to
which the highest of the least-significant bits is added.

2. The method as claimed in claim 1, comprising:

comparison of the value of the analog signal to be con-
verted successively with each of said predetermined val-
ues, in decreasing order,

detection of the determined first value of the first analog
signal less than the value of the analog signal to be
converted.

3. A device for converting analog signals, respectively
present on a plurality of channels, into digital signals, com-
prising:

a common generator circuit (2, 3) capable of generating a
succession of predetermined first analog signals having
predetermined first values corresponding to most-sig-
nificant bits of digital signals,

and, for each channel, a local circuit comprising:

a first comparison means, including a single comparator
(5), for comparing said predetermined first analog sig-
nals with the analog signal to be converted,

a first means (18) for storing the most-significant bits of
digital signals, corresponding to the value of a predeter-

10

15

20

8

mined first analog signal close to the corresponding
analog signal to be converted and detected by said first
comparison means,
a means (9) for storing the residual or remainder resulting
from the difference between the value of the correspond-
ing analog signal to be converted and said detected pre-
determined first value,
a generator means (11, 12) capable of generating a prede-
termined number of second analog signals,
a second comparison means, including said single com-
parator (5) for comparing by successive approximations
said second analog signals respectively with said
residual or remainder,
a second means (20) for storing the least-significant bits of
digital signals, corresponding to the results coming from
said second comparison means, and
an assembly means for assembling said most-significant
bits and said least-significant bits, so as to deliver a
digital signal corresponding to the corresponding analog
signal to be converted.
4. The device as claimed in claim 3, wherein the means for
storing the residual or remainder comprises a capacitor (9).

5. A matrix of sensors, which is equipped with a conversion
device as claimed in claim 3, the local circuits being placed at
the ends of the columns of this matrix, on a line at the end of
which the common circuit is placed.
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